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ABSTRACT 

Children's concepts of death grow with their age and 
development The three-year-old begins to notice that living things 
move and make sounds. The five-year-old thinks that life and death 
are revei:sable^ but the six-year-old knows that death is final and 
brings sorrow. Children from eight through ten are interested in the 
causes of death and what happens after death. Adolescents think of 
death and what happens after death is fearsome yet fascinating^ since 
they are very much aware of the life producing potentialities in 
their own bodies. Children's reactions to an experience with death 
are greatly influenced by parental attitudes. Parents can best help 
children deal with death by not making it a taboo subject; by 
explaining to the child that death is final, by not sending him away 
during the mourning periods, by encouraging him to participate in the 
funeral rites of parents, siblings, and other relatives, and by 
talking f^aely about the dead person. Children should absorb from 
their parents the basic truth that death is part of life and must be 
accepted as a reality. (Author/KM) 
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^>herman Oaks, California 

The the maanlni of life and death is the ^-reatest mystery 
to man. V'hat are children's eonoepts of death? At first they 
havd no concept of the word ^dead^" But all children are very 
much 1. ntarested in the meaning of life, birth, and death* fhe 
three-ye53ir«olci be£,ins t ^ distin, uish between animate and inani- 
mate objects* Jimmy does not want mother to sew on the dolly's 
ha d that had been torn off, -eeause it will hurt dolly. But 
four-year^old DabHy says, ''I*»s not real, Jismy* It won't hurt coll^.** 

The three-year-old is beginning to notice that living thin^^s 
move and can make sounds • When a buf does not move, he may 
inspect it and asK vhy it is lyin^ sti^l. ifhis is the time to 
; say oaaua ly that the buj is dead, and to let him satisfy hir 
. curlOT^ity by examining it« To the four-year«old, death has a 
limiteu moaning* The five-year-old associates life and death 
^JT^ so closely that it is a reversable nrocess to him* Ofcourse, 
ff^H this idea of Ufa after death is found in many reli^ ions* fhe 
si:^-year-old chile is more aware of the meaning of death and 
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the 3orrov. it may bririe • He may » orry a^out his mother and 
fear that she may die. -le usually co nocts deat ^ vith old a. Of 
espdciallT If he has ^.xoeriencna tarn death of a f^randparent* 
The se\ren-year-olc knows th.it v 111 die someti^nes, and the 
ei^ht-/ear-olci ti^^s 1 .arne*. that ouople, animals^ am plants live 
anc ciie. ..r^ildrfn Ijrom el^ht throu. h ten are intere^^te^ in the 
eau 3S of death and in vhht hapoe.iS after death* 

e se? thac chiloren's Ice-^s a'-^out death ^roi vith their 
a. o an<? dt-velopment; that tiriree-to-f ivo-year-old e 11 ;ren rave 
no concept of the finalit / of death* a^o then, everything has 
a quality of permanence* They talk about death freely as they 
play Kith taeir ^ uns ano pretend to shoot each other* 

-.ustace Cheeser {^ ) says that many children personify death. 
Phey think of death as a skeleton or kin£ vho i^oea a^out secretly 
and carries people off* Some r^lii ions also >^elieve this; that 
the anA of ieath enters and take? away the soul from the bod '# 

Sylvia Anthony (?) states that the child's earliest 
associstlons with the maanln. of death may be very limited; ^to 
one child oeath may be signified *^y iflnobilityi to another by 
sleep; to another by belne^ put into the ground; to another, 
COin^ up in the sky; to another, lOlnL to the hospital, or 
eOini on a journey, or disappearance*^ She says that vhen v;e 
tz>y to expl^iin the meaning of death to children we must knov 
that in a^ es seven through twelve they do not realize the 
< enerallty and Impersonality of death* 

: eath la aaaoclated with a^^Tossive Impulres In the child's 
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ofiindy 80 that vhen a death does occur he may feel that he has 
cnuaec it in somo vay« 

MS exporience wltn death jrov.s, from the death of flowers, 
insectjy >)irds9 to thi^t pf oets and people, the child's concepts 
widen, i o begins to fear lis own death and the death of hia parents 
and relatives. hen a rec^lizas that deatn Is final and irrevoc- 
able it may arouse ^reat separation atixlety to him* '^arjorie 

itciell (13) says thnt all children have deep anxieties about 
ceatr.. Ker >>ook is concerned with tlie depth jV children's fears 
about death, the resulting -tarm to their personalities, and ways 
to helo them find positive answers to their orjblems* 

^eli^^s (1»J reports ttiat when siA-yaar-old Judy's dOf , 
i^ddie, diec in his sleep, of old a, e, Judy was very frightened. 

hy did Ladoio have to die in his sleep?^ she asked* I'er father 
answerec, '^Ladaie Juat hapoenec to die in ais sleep, but ^is aeath 
was duo to old Sf e. le hac a £Ood life with us. e loved him 
and le loved us. Put is body fOt old anc^ tired and his life 
was over, so he died. But death is not the saT;e as sleep. hen 
you are asleep, you are alive. You can walce up any time or someone 
can wake you up. ^ou still keep on breathing- and your heart keeps 
on beatini^^* Your body is re3tin^ but you can feel and hear in 
your sleep ."^ 

Adolescents think of death as fearsome yet faacinatin^/. 
The transition irom adolescence to maturity is a time of maximum 
emotional insecurity. Oheaaer (:>) says they do not want to die 
without having had the opportixnities of life's fulfillments. 
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So thay re '-el against war and the insaourlty due to the atonile 
bomb. Some •dolescents txirn to roll, ion as an insurance at^ainst 
the risk of death. The majority reproas ana deny their anxiety. 
T'e psych j-ar!aljtlcal literatur? tre its the fear of death as an 
infantile castration anxiety or the dread of losing the love o^-Ject. 

iiu G'ULDRiuL i;EAL IT^ JifcATH 

Children's reactions to an experience with death are greatly 
influenced by the w«y parents anc other authoritative figures 
act. riey a>^sori> the adults' attituces. Children must be -iven 
the true facts. To enshroud the meaning of death in mytti and 
raystery may frighten, confuse, an<* disturb them. It may have a 
deep detrimental effect on their fut'ore emotional development. 

!'a/ic i. Moriarty (U4.) writes that the trauma of the death 
of a parent or sibling is always followed by proufound and 
complex paycholot^^ieal reactions whleh may peraanently distort 
further maturation of personality. >!arJorie Mitchell agrees 
that children's deep rears and anxieties about death may result 
in serious harm to their personalities. 

in many cases, the death of the father may profoundly affect 
the entire future of his children. Lack of economic support raay 
burdon oldar siblings who may bo requiren to support the faitily 
and lose opoortunities for higher education. This may anther an 
ambitious older brother w.^o has to kIvo up a college education to 
support a younger sibling. The younger child, k^o ac^iieves status 
as a profeaslcmal person, may look down on his brot her who 
did not have a ohance to go to eolle^^e. The older man may I'eel 
anf:ry and rejected because of lost opportunities due to poverty* 
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Loss of a father brlnrs about deep Insecurity in children 
because they nave no one to turn to for care, protactiont and 
.uld?mce, ith adcled resoonsi^ilitiea they miss the fun, Joy, 
anu pleasures of particlpatln vith their peers in the social 
activities that are part of groi.inf up and neceesary for self 
development and self fulfillment • ^hen they are ofteii deprived 
of the everyday thin, s that their peers have, they feel saddened 
anc^ left out. If they have to work pfter sc'iool or work their 
way tbrou/*^ collate, they miss tne extra-curricular activities 
that are an important oart of college life* 

C^^iloren who lose a father throu, h fatal accidents and 
especially throui^a assassination, never completely recover from 
the shock. It chan. es their entire pers<mality as well ai) their 
way of life. If the mother remarries the stepfather may help 
in some e38ea or he may create a pap in t*^e relationship between 
the mother an« her children. When he marries the mother, the 
children have to come along whether they like it or not. It is 
a packaged deal, fhe parenta are more eni^rossed in themselves, 
as newly-wed, than in the c ildren. I'he youiitsters may receive 
i/ood physical care ana material thin,' 3, but th^^re may be mutual 
misunderstandini: and emotional conflict. Such reacticma may be 
no one's fault, but the natural outcome of the situation, ^n the 
other hand, a aeoond marriage, may bring happiness to children 
as well as to their mother, if the stepfather loves children very 
much and is able to take them into lis heart and abow Interest 
and concern far them. The loss of a father throutfh divorce imy 
affect his children in the same way as aeparation through death. 
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. hen we think >ow different the Ufa of :3arollne Jlenneoy 
voula have Heen^ nad her fatner lived, ve can realize the traiMatlc 

eiT'^ct of hl3 ueath upon her ^ pov^lnj personality* hen she was 

interview by Jurare r^axlckas, at the af:e of t'^irteon, seven 

•rears after tne death of ner father, he saySf "Adults v. o claln 

to Icnov Caroline describe hor as an Introvei'ted, restrained and 

sensitive i lrl« They feel that the deat '. o£ her fatier an<^ uncle, 

senator tiobert ^'m r.en^Ov y, lef*.- nor v.rth a parmanent sadness and 

reserve." 

I havo a number of eases dealln,? v.lth children w-.o had 
becomo emotionally ^'isturbec by experiences with death* Their 
trauma was increased by the unv.lse handling of authoritative 
figures v^ho tila not understand the children's feelings, who tried 
to protect them by not tellln, them the facts and not explaining 
the real eause of death, not lettln^ them partlclpai;e In the 
funeral and moumlni. ceremonies, and by sending them away durln^ 
those times* In many cases the adults were so engrossed in t Heir 
own .rlaf that they were unable to understand and evaluate the 
children feelings and reactions to the death* 

-/hen a younr child experiences the d^ath of a member of hi t 
family it can be very confusing to him, but we must let him par« 
tlclpate In the mournln^, in accordance with hl3 9fe anc under* 
standing,* Sometimes this is very difficult* ^hen the Kennedy 
children had to lenrn about the death of their baby brother, and 
about their father, their mother did not falter in havin^ them 
face the facts* We cannot fool children by trying to overprotect 
them* only confuse them, for in the cnd^ they must knoK ttaa truth* 



o can only spare our chllc^r^n by holpin^ them -^i.^et the facts 
with faith and coupa. Thre ^-yaar-old John enne^y, Jr. salutin/ 
tile Mer of his father, will be an Ima e Implante- In oar hearts 
forever, dut only an .o gpev older oould ne ho^in to understanc 
mor^ fully the m08nln£ of death and mournlnf • 

: r. iilbirt lolnit (1 ) says that siblings must be Informed 
ebout the deatn of a still-born chili In the family, "ot jorvise 
they may b^liove th>at mother Is idint so.-iethin, rreaoful... and 
they are narkedly concernec about their own futoro." 

Iir« and '4rs. £ and their two sons, ei: nt-ytar-oln Harry 
and five«year«old Hyron, vera orivinc fr<»i iNew York to California. 
Ihey St ^^ppod at a motel for the nifbt. At tan ?.^., when the 
boys were already asleep, .4r# K sudoenly had a heart attack and 
die . MPS. was overKhelmed at tnis tra^ ic unexpected blaw« 
fier own fat'-'Sr h^d died the same way when she waa only seven 
yeara old. She phoned Vier '.ushand»a brother in Kev. York and he 
arrivarj the next moxiiing* . e arranged for funeral directors to 
taka the body. It h^d be^n in the motel all nifht, whil« drs. f. 
kept a lonely, weeplni vlttil, over her dead husband. 

•hen the children nwoke the next morning and asked for their 
daddy, the mother h?jd t > tell them vhat hapaened. ''Tour daday 
passed away last nliht.** Uhe boys were shockeo beyona belief. 
They had rone to sleep leavln^^ their parents in the room^ only 
to awaken to fine tnalr father £one. T>iey cried and said tiey 
wanted their father; that Cod should ^ ive thorn back their daddy. 
They took some natchen and started a fire, saying taey wanted to 
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dla with dacj y, r Ive-yeur-^lc yrjn took It very badly. ;;e 
criec, "My ciaddy died. 1 vlah 1 die. I vsnt to be with addy." 
larry was moro quiot but io kec like h© was in snock. e was 
prjbablv denying the death of lis father in ordar to pi'otoct 
hlmaeir from Its reality. »ie b©lioved that ,e had causae the 
death, bscaus© he and his brother had been noisy and their 
fatner nad scoldeo them the last time they s w nlin alive, fheir 
mother haci often warns* therti not to upset tiieir f -thar 'racaus^ 
h3 might ; et sick. 

i'helr uncle took the boys and their mother back to their 
relatives in New York. Phe father was buriod thara, but the 
ohildren vorj not taken to the funeral. larry said that he 
did not want to feo. inirini the aiournini per ioc the father's 
brother and sister stayed with tho boys and their Mother. Both 
boys crlea that they isantoc to have a daduy; that their motber 
should I'pt them a daddy. Jhe said that she would try to me«t 
someone nice if she could. They reiiained In new York for two 
months and then cam^ to allfornla and stayed v.lth iMrs. K*"* older 
slst-r and her husband, until they moved Into their own apartment. 
The chilcren wer^ enrolled in a public school. 

The mother continued to cry and mourn for her husband, .he 
had been dependent upon him for everythln£ and felt lost i^lthout 
hlir. She was unable to control and discipline t'-e boys, fhe 
ohildren were then put Into a private military school anf^ came 
home for the week-ends, fioth boys ware bright and had been rood 
In their schoolvork before the father died. 
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A year later ..r9^ a v.ent to iiew York for the iinveilln^ and 
atayec there with relatives for si. weekJU 'urlni thin tSjne the 
boys spent th? wa^^lc-enus with relatives In ''ellfornla. 'J^fteen 
iDcmthr. al t3r th2 father* ?i denth the children were 30 dl-'turbed 
tniit their Tiorher consultec t ^^ * riter ^or p.^ycholo^ leal help. 

^e said, arry, now ulno ye^rs olt , is very dlsturbec. a 
thinks be oausec* .is father's deatn« le is a nat'orally t ood- 
natureo anc ©nsy-^oln; chllf* ^ut nov la full of fa^^rs ano 
thinks that everyt In^ that nappenB is alvays nis fault. lyron 
is no^j six yeor^: old anr in in tha first jrada. le la causln^^ 
tna most ♦".rouble, ^^a was his father's favorite. Ke is 'nora of 
a rascal than his brother and won't take anyt^^lng from nyone. 
1- i? f ooc In school but not at '.ome. Ha clings to ma, ^ roans 
in Ills sleep, and is an allergic child* Tie is selfish and won't 
£iV9 anythint to anyone. He la constantly ^raakin^ thln^/s for 
spite. The boys share a room and are constantly flphtln^* fiow 
ilarry is boeinnlnt to assart himself mora with his brother and 
trie ' to let even with nim for breaking his toys." 

This story reveals the mothar's inability to oopa with bar 
problems and its harniful aff3<^t^ on Kar children* She has never 
accepted aer husband's death and blamed it on Cod for doln^ this 
to her. She has not workec out her own ^rlaf and by conoentratin^ 
on her )wn loss she mss ba^n unable to deal with her children 
adequately and she la unable to help tham accept thair own loaa 
of their father* 

Since the death oV their father t>iese boya have, in ona way 
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or anot.iar, conitantly experienced aeoaration from fawlliar plaoaa^ 
and from close .elutives, anon wnom they wore denead^^nt. Phey 
hat no feelini 3 of st«i>^llity slnc^ th^ir Tatter (Had, Tu^j 
believea that he had abandoned then : ithout w ^rnln • In t^eir 
mines h-* left them suadenly >»ecauae tiey were bnd an^ h^i .as 
punishln, them* .'hen thalr mother snx t them t b prlvnt'^ Vocrdinfc 
ac. ool a e t«? a also abandonln them, hen sh^ vent ^ast for 
aix weeics, there waa another separation. Ihey had to snenr weekends 
with relativon and a4:ain felt insecure ^ not knowing vhether she 
would ever cotm baok* She waa always scoldin-: them and did not 
really know how to control them or *^iye them any kind of security* 
T ey wanted a caddy tney could depend upon. MoTlnr from place 
to place coQtributeu to their insecurity. rk>aroinf scnool is 
not a hapny place for young c , Idren who need to be at b(xne with 
parenta to when they can relate more closely. 

The mother continued to cry all the time and bemoan her fate* 
r^e children could not work out their own frief because the mother 
was 30 absorbed in her own tragedy that she could not understand 
or help her children. They felt that t^^ey, too, had to continue 
to be sad and to mourn for their father, without aoceptlnL the 
reality that the separation was final ana they mua ro on liTin^^^ 
without hir.. iie boys felt ruilty and an^ry, unloved and unwanted, 
and they livec in fear of i'uture senarations and abandonment, 
ir.ey could not depend upon their mother for stren.^ th, security, 
and protection, so their constant anxiety contributf^d to their 
restleasneiis, insecj^^^ity, and inability to concentrate on their 
schoolworic. rhey displaeed their anf er onto each other and became 
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moody 9 on ed^e^ and unpredictable in their conduct* 

The mother had to be helped to separate herself from t'ne 
dead husbamif to accept the r'^-llty of hla death, st )p mourning, 
and concentrate on the needs anU wants of her llvin ^^Idren* 

hen sae learns to c j tnls, the chlldran v/ill kn , then they 
too will be able to accept the reality of their fathr^r's death 
and the need to accept tae se.oaration as final* T^ey v/ill be 
helped to learn that the de itri vas not their fault; that their 
father loved them and die not abandon, them; that he didn't want 
to die and leave tiiem, but he was ill and har no choice, hut 
dlec because he had a b d cehvt. 

i'he mothex* and both boys n^dedv^d therapy to help them face 
reality and deal with it. The mother needed to be encouraged 
to marry a^ ain as soon as she found the rlrht man; to ^ Iva her 
children a daddy ana he: sell a husband, without feeling guilty 
about not rrievin^ for her dead husband. ^he should be told 
that he woulc' have wanted her to marry so that s ^e and her chiloren 
would be taken care of and could live a normal and more secux«e 
life as a family* 

CHItDfliiiN'S FEAR 0 ' THE l)EAi^ 

1 ear of the deac may cause serious disturbance in children* 
Sherry, now 25 years ol< ^nd the mother of thre^? children, is 
still afraid of dead people* She told me that when s js was seven 
years old she lived near a cemetery, der f if teen-year-olc cousin, 
Mary, took her there ana said, •*If you donH do what I tell you 
1 will press a button anc tae dead person will come out of the 
t;rave and i;et you*'' i-hen Sherry was fifteen ears old her 5?rand- 

ERLC 
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■ f 4th3r dlac • Until the vlawln^ vas over she was too acarec to 
B near : r aket. fien they lov;erec him into the ^^rave she 

■ was flnfilly relieved, but she wes still so afraid tnat for a 
H lonf time she sleot with all the lights on in aer room# 

S The custom among some religious ^^roups of "vieKin, t-^a body" 

■ can be very frightening to children. At age fifteen oherry was 

still afraid to view the dead body of her grandfather. She 

H fearec that the dead person woulu jump out of the coffin and ^ et her. 
H ^low can we really know what a child feels and thinks about 

■ the death of a relative? The events that stand out are remembered 
H from childhood and continue to affect him, consciously or un- 

H consciously. 

H Ir, Charles 1*. Arln. , (3) an outstandln^ neurologist, writes 

H of his own childhood involvement with death, tils mother, who 

H was 1(.3 veers old when he was bom, and an inralla over since 

■ that time, died in their home six years later. Ve was er only 

■ surviving child. He writes, have no clear memory of her 

■ suffer in^^ or death. As far as 1 know, I was as composec as a 

■ younipster mi^ht be during the obsequies that took place in the 
H parlor of our home - that is, until some oaf oomln^ up behind me 

■ up and held me o/er the coffin for a good look... if this memory 
H is a screen, it tells something about my unconscious} death had 

■ no untoward conscious oonnotation to a young lad, perhaps because 

■ I had no firm ties with a sickly mother. But this is mainly 

■ speculation} it is not among my earliest memories.^ 

H CHlLUa^iiJ^S HEikCTlON6 ro THr. b^^nTl OF PUBLIC i^IoORES 

I Children's reactions to the sudden death of public fl^'oret 
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by assassination have bean studied^ 'r. Lois Murphy reparted 
a wide ran^e of reaotlons In children a^ es 12 to to the 
assassination of r^resident jiennedy. she said that some children 
v.ere overwhelmed, whereas others did not seem disturbec • • .in 
soiuo c ildren oeath "loosentiu defenses and evokeo resic^ues of 
ernotional expression found in past experiences.'* 

olfenatein (16) studying adolasoents says, After the death 
of a parent the predominant tendency was inhibition of emotional 
responses, often to a level below the surface of reality, with 
denial of the loss. In contrast, the Pre3ident(<{ death evoked 
intense emotions and ^rief*" 

Ihis sug^.ests to me that children who lose a parent may 
feel sin^lec out for suffering such a loss, and they cannot 
share their sorrow with others who are more fortunate • i3ut 
when there is a universal loss and everyone suffers, they can 
understand and share their feelings with others* 

Kliman, working with ^ olf enetein, pointe^^ out that the younper 
emotionally disturbeo children showed increased anxiety and biaarre 
behavior at the news of the aasination of President Kenredy. It 
invoked the "perception of death In some children as a threat to 
defenses against th#ir own death wishes agal <it their parents.** 

oeven nicmths after the death of President Kennedy, I asked 
an ei£ht-year-old girl what she would vish for if a fairy ^od- 
mother gave her three wishes • tier third wish was that ^resident 
lennedy would not be dead. The tragedy was still in her mind. 

Levinaon (11) says, "Bereavment presents a seriously 

traumatic event In a child's life, frequently resulting In insecurity. 
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anxiety, f^ar, distrust of t.ie viorla, and physical dlscoml^ort^ 

• arrison, lavenoort, c c eirmott (t\ report a stucy of 
'resident K^ennecy's aesaaeination as it affectaa children hospital 
ized at Children* 5 Psychiatric Hospital, Uniyeraity of .ichi^^an 
^leaical Center* Fhay state t lat there was adult confusion and 
mispercaptions a^non^ the staff in their interpretation of how 
th^ children reacted to the news of the death of President Kennedy 
rha staff also disagreeo oTer what the children's appropriate 
response should he. "There appeared to be nunerous distortions 
in the staff's perceptions of children's reaotions, apparently 
as oonsequancea of tne participant's own grief*" 

I think that this report should alert ua to the way adults 
may react to their own grief dxirint;! the death of a member of 
their family, and how their neglect or misunderstanding of the 
way such a deat i ia affecting their children and that it may 
result in the emotional disturbance of the youngsters* Anthony 
(2/ say5) "The adult is often ready to suppose that his own distree 
at tnou^hts of death will be ahared by the child*** this la 
seldom the case*" 

The aaaaa^ination of iiobert aennedv was another unfortunate 
occasion to study the reaction of children to this tragedy* 
Helen, a 16-year«old patient of mine, was rmvy disturbed by this 
event* she said, "I was very upset by aobby Kennedy's getting, 
shot* Thursday morning, when my mother told me that Bobby Kennedy 
waa cieaci I just couldn't believe it* I lay in bed for ten minutes 
without moving^ although I had to get up to go to aohool* When 
1 paasea the Amerioan fla^ on the way to school I kept thinking 
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•bout Bobhy Kennedy, The Battle Hymn of the KopuMlc kent folnc 
tnrou, h ny heao, e had been sirit In^ it in -lee Jlub, 

"Vhen I war? in fry nousu i had the feelln, that someone was 
i oinj to aroot aie throu: h the winaoi • I pan into ray becroom* 
I < ».s scarce; to any place in my house, but 1 hac to ro, of 
couraa. i ran into the bathrooir;^ i felt secure only In my bed. 
This happenc( all day Thursday, ay f irlfrienc, Jane, had the 
sa-ie fears and feelinge, he oidn't want to talk about it, I 
talked about it a lot with .ny mother. It elps to talk about it. 

" e har^ a test in math ami i Just couldn't concentrate, 1 
Ju3t coulcn't iot It through ray head that he was dead, Vhat 
Kennedy sale kept golnj over and over in ny mind, I Just kaot 
sayitti^, "You're not dead J You can't be dead I" /ly looi said it 
was Just like a member of the family had died, I think SlPhan 
should be killed - a life for a life, lAiPlnf school 1 Just started 
staring at the American flaf , The Battle Hymn of the R-^publlc 
pops into my head all the time. It's not till a person dies that 
you r9allz3 how good he was. Last nl^ht I was reading in the 
encyclopedia about John K.ennedy and Hobart iiennedy. They were 
bot-i freat Americans." 

flow were other children affected by this tragedy? Three 
months after the assassination I talked to ll-year-old Catherine 
about it. She said, "I was in the firth grade, ' e had elections 
in our current events class and Bobby tiennedy won. Later, at 
1:30 A.M. i^bby Kennedy was shot, ie was In a very serious condition. 
If he would have lived there would have been something wronf with him. 
It was very sad* Our teaoher didn't want to talk about it. 
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Ueither did the claa^i* ihen, aftar his deaths thoy :ad trirae 
cays or the funeral* The family vaa there and all the rtilatlves, 
ami other people, riiei'^ wer^ s:> many oeopla tiere • it was tventy 
blocks lon<^ «t was the worst tra-eciy since nls bi*ota3r died. 
That*s wny elections vero oo^-tponeo to September." 

*\'ie class nac been vatchin^' vhat was hapnenini on i*/. The 
man who aiiot hirn vas part Mexican anc part ^^panish* e was In 
the hall where 3o^by was talkin, • 'e enters . trie kitcaen anc 
he aaw the guaro and Kennedy valk out* e shot four of the guards 
and he shot Kennedy; two bullets in back of the head - two 
bullets on the side of is nock <- one bullet on his left arm« 
Some man saw him shoot them an^^^ the police imnedlately rushed 
in^ captured the man^ and Kennedy's wife was immediately called* 
Then the ambulance came and they took Kennedy to the nearest 
hospital* Four £3Uirds took care of the man who shot him - 
Sir^iar: irhan* The crowd tried to rip ::^'irhan apart • tore off 
his coat* They forced him into the police car and drore away*** 

I said 9 '^l o you think teachers shoulc talk about It?^ 

She answereoy "They could talk about it but should not 
rub it in* It* 8 sad* lon^t rub it in* .onH talk about it* 
About two weeks a^^o 3irhan*s brother was in court and a ^irl 
shot him* He was wounded*'' 

Catherine's scTen-year-^old sistor aald^ bobby Kennedy • 
he was the oreaident* Someono shot him - a man with black curly 
hairt** 

fhese conTersationa reveal the distorted way children interpret 
what they see on T/ and how they absorb the concern and diaquietude 
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of the adults aroiind them. It shows the Influence of the teacher 
who olcn't vfunt to talk about the death, neither did the class 
want to discuss it, although talkin about it vould is/e helped 
tha chil' pen le.'irn to face the f«ot of death, in n situation 
that was tragic, y^t not at close to the/n as a nem^^er of their 
family would be. Phs younger child was much more confusec tian 
ler sister. >h3 nad va^u9, distortec ideas about v.hat oappaned. 
-ut shfi did absorb a vivid picture of icillin. and violence by 
watohln^ T/, 

Hobort '=srtz (9), an anturopolo-tlst, says that hartham 
has labeled the murder of famous peoole "raaeniclde." Hertz says, 
"In tribal societies unexpected death of a yixxny ano important 
citizen seems to shake the coB«iunity»s faith in its own power 
of survival. Intensified mournln; rituals result." 

I suppose that the leader represents the protective father 
f i,' ure and the tribe suddenly feels unpriteoted and vulnerable. 
This is also the nay a child feels who suddenly loses a father 
and has no one to turn to for guidance, support, and protection, 
-e feels alone and nelpless, as If the bottom has been pulled 
out from under him. y-.'-son (10> says, "Children think their 
parents are all-powerf . and are oonfused when their parents 
eannot meet a erisis with complete mastery." At such a time it 
Is no wonder that a child feels deserted and unprotected in a 
frl,htonint world. Our children today feel closer to leaders and 
identify with them, beoause they know how they look from seeintf 
them on television. 
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Ai' py\:i NTii CAh lo 

'CM can ve best help ehildren deal with the problem of death? 
e must help parents understanc! children's concepts of death, 
in accordance v. ifn their a, e and develooment. rhelr experience 
with the idea of death should start early with casual remarks 
about dead flowers, insects, birds. They shoulo ^o through 
the ceremony of hurylnt dead hir.iS and pets. 

Ihe child siould be told that death is final and that tae 
cead bocy cannot feel anything . He should participate In the 
funeral and mourning rites of parents, siblings, and relatitres. 
jorrow must be shared but the child should not be forced to 
view the body, and if he Is afraia, he snould not be forced 
to attenc the funeral. But usually children over six years 
of a^ e CO want to attend the funeral and shovild be encouraged 
to do so. It helps the child tcnow definitely what has become of 
the body ana where it is burie so that he does not have false 
fanta8ie3 of where the body really la. At the funeral he senses 
ttie sadness but he also absorbs the spiritual admoaphere. 

The Child should be enoouraK0<J to ask questions and to talk 
freely, in a normal and natural way about death, and about the 
dead person's life. e must be tola the differonce between sleep 
and death. If he has fears that he or hia parents mi^.ht die, he 
must be reassured that he and his parents are In i ood health and 
expect to live a long life. Children should absorb from their 
parents the basic truth that death is part of life and must be 
accepted as a reality with which all human beings must deal. 



dose klsli^Sf ^d*i>. 
Sherman ^alcs, .al. 911; / 3 



^UMMAiiY 

Children's concepts of death jrow with their -^e cmd develop* 
ment* The taree-year-old begins to notico that livlnt things 
move and rnake aounds* The f Ive-year-old thinks that life and 
deati are revorsable, hut the slx-yenr-ald knov.s that eeat^ is 
final anc hrinr a sorron* Children from eifOt through ten are 
intere'tod in the causes of death and vhat Happens after death* 
Adolescents think of deatn and vhat happens after death as fear* 
some yet fascinatin , since they are very mucfi avare of the life 
produeim potentialities in taeir own bodies • 

Children's reactions to an experience with death are e2*^<^tly 
influenced h parental attitudes, fhe oeaths of public figures 
by assassination and the vivid T/ descriptions of the funeral 
upset most children but proved especially traumatic to aaiotionally 
disturbed children. »»arent3 can best help children deal with 
death by not makin^ it a taboo subject; by explaining to the 
child that de Jth is final , by not sending him away during: the 
mourning, periods, and encoura^^in^ hire to participate in the 
funeral rites of parents, sibllnLSf and other relativest and 
by talking freely ab ut the dead person. Children should absorb 
from their parents the basic txnith that death la part of life 
and must be aouepted as a reality. 
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